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ABSTRACT 

A review of the related literature indxc .tes that 
research and youths* status projections have been traditionally 
characterized by a tendency toward psychological and behavioral 
conceptualizations, interpretations, and action implications. 
Aspiration and expectation elicitors, however, have primarily 
measured cultural value orientations. This incongruity in the 
research process has resulted in: questionable behavioral 
implications derived from the measurement of essentially normative 
phenomena; and psychological perspectives in which relatively common 
value orientations of persons of different life chances are perceived 
as qualitatively different. (Author) 
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ABSTRACT 



Researcii on youths' status projections has been traditionally characterized 
by a tendency toward psychological and behavioral conceptualizations, intcr- 
pretatior.s, and action implications. Aspiration and expectation clicitors, 
however, have primarily measured cultural value orientations. This incongruity 
in the researcii process has resulted in: questionable beliavioral implications 
derived from the measurement of essentially normative phenomena; and, psycho- 
logical perspectives in which relatively common value orientations of persons 
of different life cliunces are perceived as qualitatively different. 

INTROUUCTKJK 

In a recent theoretical statement on the dynamics underlying occupational 
and educational status projections the author comments: 



As 1 reviewed the literature. 



1 was struck by the large 



number and variety of presumed antecedent variables found to 



have a low degree of associa'>.ion with occupational and educa- 



tional status proj ectiOi;s , and t]ie lack of any observed "'o have 



> 
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a vcT)' strong association with tliesc phenoiiiuna, (Kuvlcsky, li)7U:i2). 
The possible explanations for this vJ.tuation mentioned by Kuvlesky include: 
complex, multiple causation; inadequate jncasurement ; fu^zy conceptualization; 
lack oi: conceptual integration through varying levels of abstraction; and 
finally "our failure to deveJop an abstract, inclusive theoretical scheme ordering 
chains of causa', relationsliips" (Kuvlesky, 1970:12). 

The latter, "theoretical-causal relationships" explanation with which 
Kuvlesky' s paper is concerned, has emerged as the prevalent theine in status pr 
jectiun research. This is reflected in a new set of "problems" such as selection 
and order of variables in path analytic models, elaboration of relationships 
(direct effects, mediation, spuriousness) , and rationalizing the ubiquitous low 
explained variance. Although this trend and its problems may be more appropriately 
characterized as empiricisjii rather than theoretical refinement, increased analytical 
efforts iiave been productive. Tlioy have revealed considerable spuriousness in 
numerous correlates of status projections, relatively few variables witli direct 
effect on status projections, and only modest explained variance in the depender.i 
projections. 

Interpretation in analytical models, the explanation of "why" things hapj^e:), 
can only be fruitful to tlie extent they are based on valid description of "wliat" 
happened, Uerek Phillips, in an article entitled "Sociologists and tlieir know- 
ledge" (1^J71) contends that sociologists assume that a descriptive account follcv.eJ 
by an analytical interpi etation constitutes the "complete explanation." But, 
says IMiillips, wu are very inadequate in even tlie first, establishing a social fiict. 
Tliis brings us not to such questions as wluch independent variables have been 
left out of our path models, but to the question of conceptualization and measure- 
ment of occupational status ])roj ections . With the realization tluit questions 
concerjiing the construct validity of occupaitonai and educational status pro- 
jections arc "out-dated" (Duncan, I-eatiierman , aiid Duncan, 1972: lOG-lU/J- tiie 
main contention in tills })aper iS that a re-exaininatioJi of what we are lueasuri i:/. 
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with our status projection clicitors is a necessary point of departure in ex- 
plaining tlie state of productivity in status projection analysis, 

INCONGRUOUS CONCliPTUALlZATlON AM) MliASURliMliNT 
An alternative interpretation of the low degree of association between status 
projections and various correlates is that althougli theory, conceptualization, 
and interpretation have been considerably influenced by psychological develop- 
mental tlieory, measurements of status projections have been eliciting priruarily 
normative or cultural phenomena with only weak behavioral implications. For 
example, Kuvlcsky and Bealer (1906) conceptualize aspiration as "the mental pro- 
cesses of a person or persons which serve as channeling of energies toward a 
status goal," Similarly, Oberle and Campbell (1971) conceptualize occupational 
choice with the first assumption: "the actor has goals (or aims, or ends); liis 
actions (or behavior) are usually directed toward the pursuit of tliese". Such 
conceptualization ignores, or at least obscures, the fact that high status as- 
pirations may be verbalized without individual energies, motivations, and beh,avior 
channeled toward pursuit of the status that ir^ designated as either "aspired" or 
"eA])ec tod . " 

This concuptual i znt, i on luay be clial langcd oo the basis of "confusion of cull;:;-, 
and personal Jcvcls of aiu iys ii-" lVingc3\. J ^JOS : 21-26, 71-95); "atomistic" as- 
.^;umi)Lions rt. :\1 in. » tl'ie I'o J a t i<;>!islii p of indiviJua] \'alue oi'i entat ions to hchaviov 
(Colien, liK^S); ;uu! Jailuro to distinguish between "idenl culture" and "real 
culture" (biijuon, li^4:>: ^13-54), An individuoJ subscrij^t ion to mpjor vpJuo orici^-' 
tation of secular success arid achievement iji tlie United States is, perhnpf, a 
jiocessary, but ccuM.alnly not sufficient, personal condition for success striviji-:. 
or overcoming', structuj^ii inequality. 

Not on.l>' iiavc' the structural inxd interactional cojulitions mediating tiuj 
relali(^iishi]i iaawc^en ^. ulture awd beiuLvior been unaccounted i'^^^' this i nc (^ii^^.ru ' i\ 
but also the suci'csr. ar.d ach i c vei.Kiit \'aJues of some poisons tire int erpret t-^' 
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as "naive personal coiuiJ tj;.(MH s . " Ww behavioral assump ions underlyiiio conceptuali- 
zation of status projections have been peipetuated by t'-e use of individual i nod 
concepts of "plans" and "choice" synonymously witli value orientations. This has, 
in turn, led to the characterization of the liigli success and achievement orienta- 
tions of youth as "unrealistic" personal conunitr.ients ratlier tlian "idealistic" or 
cultural plienoiiiena. 

This is especially apparent in an examination of tlie extent to wliicli be- 
naviurai i ntcrpretation.s of status orientatioi^s liave been utilized to explain 
differences betu 'cn socioeccjioinic and ethnic categories. 

UUALISTIC: riiUSPLiCTlVHS 01- SlJCCihSS ORlhNTATlONS 
Although high occupational and educational status proj ect ions. are generally 
given by youth regardless of social class, ctl-ucity, type residence, sex, or age, 
numerous i Jiterpretations have depicted the hi,;h aspiratiojis of lower social class 
persons as having "meanings," "motivational bases," and "behavioral implications" 
tihat are different from the aspirations of middle class persons. 

I'or exajiiple, lower socioeconomic parents want their children to go to college, 
however, for theiii it i.s seen only as a wish, whereas it is seeri as an unquestioned 
expectation of the middle class parent (Keiaer and Murray, 1963). Tlie prof essiojuil 
caieer aspiratJOJis of working-class fathers lor their sons luive been described 
as vicarious success orientations of imjnobile w.jrkers (Ciuno)', 1952). The success 
value oriejitati ons of black parents for their children are seen as motivated 
priiiuiriiy by: a desire for "econojiiic security" and the "consiuuatory aspects of 
success" (Ilyman, li^OG) ; the process of dissociation from inferior cultural status 
(Ajitonovsky and Lerner, 1959); and, the desire for prestigious occupaliojis for 
their children without an understanding oC the long, hard years of preparation 
recjuired For pursuing such careers (Bernajxl, 1900:112, 137). 1-urthermore , the 
"grossly unrealistic" parenlal aspirations are depicted as a possible source 
of unbearaiUe I'rustra tiun . 

5 
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The unusually high proportio'i oi* lower class respondents in general 
and Negroes in particular who expect their son 9 to enter pro- 
fessional-Jiianayerial occupations suggests that they have either 
"bought'' the American ideology of "equal opportunity" or that 
an element of "fantasy" is involved in these responses. If the 
former is the case, this raises the interesting question of how 
these respondents protect themselves against the frustration and 
disappointment that must come with eventual failure of their 
sons to realize their aspirations. It appears that they do not 
perceive the liiuitations of their social class and racial status. 
Perhaps they never will for the distortion of rcc-^Uty is itself 
a form of protection (Kendling and lilliott, ] 968: 129). 
Likewise, the "professional" and "college" aspiration levels of disadvantaged 
youth are interpreted as qualitatively different from the same levels of aspiration 
by middle class youth. For example, Antonovsky and Lerner (1959) characterize 
black youth ^s success value orientations as a form of over-compensation for 
inferior status and acute lack of self-esteein. Girls from the lower social strata 
with high occuj^atioiiaJ aspirations have been depicted as motivated by the need to 
escape from thuii present environment, while, in contrast, girls from higlier 
socioeconomic status are seen as seeking stimulating work and opportunities for 
self-expression (Slocuin and iimpy, 1957:17). 

Most recently, a "dualistic" perspective of status projections, which is 
implicit in the above interpretations, has be articulated. 

The oc<:upational chioices made b\' individuals operate in two 
widely differing ways depending largely on the individuals' 
occupational cl\ances. If we assujue that /Vinej^ican youth are 
characterized by two chance groupings. . . it is quite reasonable 
to expect that occupational choices. . . would perform different 
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functions fur each, . . in the hiyh uttainineiit group. . . 
occupational choices would conform to the goal directed 
developmental model as presented by Ginzberg. . . Choices 
for the low attainment group, however, may have little 
direct bearing on attainment. Instead, they proviae a psy- 
chological crutch, a compensating influence for failure 
in a success-oriented society (Cosby, Dietrich, ^ White, 1972:23). 
Tliese 'Mualistic interpretations'* of status projections are not too disimilar 
from the interpretations that result when investigators discover that lower class 
persons, especially etliaic minority members, have higli self-esteem. McCarthy 
and Yancey note that some investigators are apparently surprised, while oth.ers 
resort to "mental gymnastics" in order to reiiiterpret negative evidence into the 
traditional arguinent: '*high self-esteem on the part of Negroes is a defense 
mechanism against discrimination'' (1971 :Oby). High levels of aspiration are, 
in fact, inc(>ngrucnt vvith low socioeconomic status i£ one assiur.es that peoples aro 
in poverty because of low as})irations (Ih'r.ian, 1966J or low self-esteem (Shoi'i ner . 196 

Dualistic ]>ei\^;i;cc tivos , and ])erliaps '^selective }:>eroeption of differences", 
lave a legcic)' in sociology, characterized b)' : comparison (contrasting? j or soci;,l 
categories; via a rc']>ertory of "explanatc)}\\'" concepts such as "deferred gratiiM- 
catio)! i^atlern'* (Miller, Iliessman, and Seagull, 196i'.J i with reliance upoii test.s 
differcjices of means and pro])ort ions . Cojisequont ly , differences may be emphasi~j^ 
to the neglect of ])erception of similarities between comparative categories. 

Thus, the "need" for a duiilistic pers])cctive of aspiration emerges becaiis'.e 

2 

aspirations arc? "supposed*' to be directly related to achievei;ie]it , consoquciit !>' 

Kuviesky and Bealer (19o7) contend tiuit the relatioiiship is weak and 
adolescent aspirations are not good predictors of long-run attainment. LongitudiiU.l 
studies reveal a lo'.; rate of cojigruence bct\',c(M^ levels of occupational aspi]'atir:i 
and levels of attainment, witJi congruence varying frojn 14 to 35 ])ercent (Kuviesky, 
1969: 17 J . 



success asuiaLiujis arc "unrealistic" for ihosc with low chances for aclueve- 
meat. In other words, as tlie i)i)ah of low aspiration was exploded in 190U^s 
as the reason poor people were poor, the "need" to explain inequality in toriiis 
of debilitating social p^^ychological characteristics may bo retained in such 
labels as "psychological compensation for anticipated future failure" (Cosly, 
Dietrich, ^ White, 1972). 

CONSTRUCT VALIDITY 01- STATUF PROJliCTlONS 
Having explored some ways in which })revious conceptualization has in- 
fluenced interpretatioj), a returji to the questioJi of "what is being measured" 
necessitates a discussion of the bchavi 'ral iinj:)] icat ions of status projections. 

0])e way in wh^ch coiistruct validity can be approached is iji ter;ns of pre- 
dictability of orrelates derived from theoretical assum})tioj)S . As previously 
noted analytical models are t)'picall)' found lackijig ir* tiie aiaount of explained 
variance in the denendent status projections, esj^eciall)' in occupationaJ y-ro- 
jectiojis. In view of the direct relationshi]) of amount of cApiaijied varia/.ue 
to socioeconomic cluirac terist ics (Ten llouteji, ct aj_. , 1970j jjid urbanity 
(Sewell, llaller, and Ohlcndorf^ 1970) the state of irx^dictabi li ty ma;/ oftc:i be 
attributed to "i)iii:uUurity" of trie respojident s . One source oi' measure: lejit 
erro)\ and hence low exj^Jaiiied variance, is ra ti onal i::cd as resulting iru:,'. 
"lack of underst.'.widiiig ri»e as])iratioJi expectation elicitors" - as reveaJed 
in tlie fact tiuit- jlJ. lo iJX^uenily expectations are congruejit with, or eve;* 
exceed, as]ur:it i ens. 

In an sijuilar vein the largest con Lri but ion to explained variance i li tiie 
depe:idc-3:l status ^roj j. i :c:i is lyp:.:aJ\* fro;.: ./.'V status j^rojection variiL^le^ 
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in aimlyticai inodcJs/^ This is to say, tl\at "siv;iuricaiit others' oxpcctatioii, " 
"mother* s status projection for the youth," or other status projections of the 
youth are tiic i)rinuiry cuutributors to explained variance, and likewise serve 
as principle variables mediating; indirect effects of o':her antecedent variables 
to the dependent projections* 

Ajiotlier issue ])ertinent to cojistruct validity of measures of status i)ro- 
jections is the extent to which change in status projections can bo predicted 
with additional age, intellectual maturity, and education. Although tlus 
problei^' has been relatively ignored in surve) research, tentatively: 

The recent findii'igs would indicate that youtli do not beco:ne more 
realistic in their asjvi jv^itions and expectations througli higli 
scliool, conversely, iiiLiny of thei?. becojiic less realistic (Kuvlesky^ 
1969:18) . 

This is illustrated by a recent test of Ginsberg's tlicory in a study of ruraj 
black and white Texas liigh scliool youtli. Cbianges in their ]evel of occupa- 
tional expectation between sophoiiioix^ and senior yeai-s were found to be soi;;e- 
what ec[ually divided l)etween an increase (^i5 percent) and a decrease (38 
percent) in expeclatioji (Cosby, et a_l^. > 1972). The ij.ipact of psychiOlogical 
develop]jKM\tal tlieories of occu]ki tional choice on socio J ogi5;ts may be seen in 
the fact that even when occupational expectatiojis are not found to change i\\ 
accordance with develoi);neJital theory, various }^,syc]io]ogical interinx^tatioiis 

-^l-'or (.'Xiiinple, in a nine variable iiiodel uji i^"- .50 was attained in explain- 
ing student's occupal ioiial uspiratioii witii vnly two si ^'iiificaiit antx-c.edents - 
"student's educational asjui'a ti uii'' and "b.u,iixi.Luaiit otliers' uccupati oiial 
cxpcctatit)ii" (.llaller u Koelfel, lU7J;0li>). 
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(as noted carliurj aru still rendered by the investigators, 

Further ciuestioning of behavioral iinplications are to found in: 
Kuvlcsky and Bealer's (1907) eontention that occupational aspiration is of 
questionable ijnportance as a detenninant of subsequent occupational attain- 
ment; Killia'u's (1908:125) finding that educational aspirations have little 
or no dirjct effects on academic achievement; Liska's (1971) methodological 
critique and reinterpretation of data frojii previous studies, thereby demon- 
strating that the discrepanc)' between aspirations and expectations (negative 
anticipatory deflection) was not related to delinquent behavior; and recent 
findings that achievcDient motivation is not higlily relevant to status attain- 
ment (Duncan, Featherman, and Duncan, 1972; I-eatlierman , 1972). Altliougli 
these studies are few in number, a point wortli noting is the fact tiuit these 
studies attempted methodological refinejnents in examining some traditionally 
held assumptiojis about tlie relationship of status orientations to behavior. 
Tiiis is to say, their findings are not merely a selection of contrary find- 
ings that randojiil)' occur in any given area of investigation. 

CLAUII'ICATIUXS AXiJ IMPLICATIONS 
.The criticis]ns presented in tliis paper need sojiic clarification. No 
eitlier~ur argu;;ic]it was forwarded concerning the cultural or ])ersonaI nature 
of status jnojcctiuns , for in reality they are inseparable. Analytically, 
however, the)* are distijict in tcrjns of tlie level of plieno;.iena being ineasured. 
If, liowever, curre^it i.^easures of youths' status projections do in fact o]}er'i- 
tionalize esse, tiall)* cultural ai^d normative jijicnoiiiena then researciiers and 
action agents cannot expect tiiC beiiaviv.-rai i:..pl ^ w.iuiojis the)* often ])urpurt 
them to have. Indeed, proposals to alleviate poverL)' by enhancing self-concept 
and thereby raising aspirations of disadvantaged youth (Shoffner, 1909) or by 
changing bi i;ni ficaiit oliiers' expectations (llalJer and IVoeli'el, 1972) are oi" 
questionable iuiture. Such pj'uposals are suspecL ^lot only because of question- 
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able iiupl i cat j,uiis , bul also because considerable iiitergenerational mobility won 
result if the st,itus expectations of disadvanta jeU youth were attained. 

'Iho criticis;:) of dualistic interpretation^ of the success orientations of 
persons of different life chajices was Jiot intend :id to convey the notion that 
such interpretations are not real alternatives. The)' are, liowever, a precedent 
that researchers ;nay uncritically adhere to,^ The finding that hig'i occu- 
pational status projections of acaderiiical ly blight, black urbin girls are 
positively related to conversations with anomic r.iothers and large, husbandless 
households (Butler, 1973) is suggestive of a "d- sire to dissociate themselves 
from an inferior social status" (Antonovsky and Lerner, 1959). This does not 
necessarily lead to the "speculative" conclusioii that they are compensating 
for antici])ated future failure. 

Uualistic perspectives are a "testable" alternative in the need to ascer- 
tain the extent to which cciniiion levels of occupational projections are based 

^ reminiscent pa:*i,llel in coi:iniiti;ient to as})ects of socialisation iji a 
profession can be noted in: psychologists' luid psychiatrists' cojiunitinent to 
traditional iiiterpretations of projective tecimiques when confronted with in- 
validating evidence (Chapinan and Ciia));:)an, 1971); dualistic interpretations cu' 
coimiion S)'ji^ptoi:i ]U'ofiles of persons of different soci oeconojiiic status ajid ])olit- 
ical views (Braginsky and Bvaginsk)', 1975:138-139); definition of soii.e persons* 
problems as "mental illness" while others arc not so labeled (S::as::, 1904) I'c- 
sultiiig in discrir.iinatory behavior toward cj.ie;ils b\' tlie legal and ps)'chiati^ic 
]u*ofessions (Oran, 1973) . 
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on "occupdliuu;! 1 ju'cstige," "moiiclary rewards," and "nature of the occupation," 
This has been sui;^;ested In' the contentions that lor persons of lower social 
origins, es})eciall\' j.ersons of ethnic minorities, economic or consumatory 
aspects of success are laost salient (liyman, 1900: Konn, 11)09), while prestige 
motivation is generally thought to be a micMle-class phenoiaenon, and nature of 
the job would, of course, be predicted as tlie primary characteristic of the 
"fantasy" stage in the developmental theory of occupational choice (Ginzberg, 
et al., lySl), Scvcj^al qualitative uieasures such as "inteiisity of aspiration" 
and "certainty of aspiration" may likewise enhance a more sensitive differentia- 
tion of i ndivi/'iials . Liven liere, liowcvcr, there is an attempt to elicit a cog- 
nitive level that may develop witli part ici])ation in the attainment process, 
rather than in anticipation of it. 

Dual j Stic ])ersijectivcs are also testable by the examination of liypotlietical 
processes underlying the status projections of comparative social categories. 
This is, of course, recently characterized by tlie use of regression models to 
evaluate the relative influence of selected variables on tJ;c dependent status 
projections, Althougli coimnon sets of sigiiificant antecedei5ts arc fou]id between 
some comj)arative racia J -resident ial categories' (SeweJl. llaller, Olilendorf, J970; 
Butler, 1973) different sets are found b)' other comparisons (Picou, ct. aj^, 1972), 

Any notion that occupational and educatiojuU stcitus projections arc un- 
related to future status attainment was not ijitendcd, the idea tliat is intended 
is that relatively low coefficients are to be expected if measurements of status 
projection ope'^Miional i ::o normative phenoiiiejia . l*utlicr::iore , tlie behavioral im- 
plications tliat cjre drawn from significant regj'c^ssion coef f icieJits are questioji- 
able. As lAuican (li^OOJ j)oints out, most of tlio variables in sociological 
researcl! are not sucli that significajit standardized regression coef f icieiits 
relating variables cini be given a "causal" desi!;Jiatioji . Lveji wiien the temporal 
order is established for two strongly related variables, sucli as in the direct 
effect ul* fatlier's occupation on soil's occuj^atiiMial at tainiiicnt , a causal desig- 
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nation is to liuj)])' less tiuiii the coi;ij)ic:vi tics of social rca]ity, Likewise 
Wilson (1971:4-11) contends tluit sucii j'clat ionships "cannot be t-iken literaily,". 
nevertheless, can be iiseTul in the "ij^c rpretation of social phenomena." 

The litei'til interpreliitioji of a significant regression coefficxcnt, ai:J 
hence a questi oiKil.^le behavioriil implication drawn, is to be found in a reci;nt 
study by Ikillcr and Woelfel (1972), Their findinj; that student's occupational 
and educational aspiration is affected only by the corresponding status ex- 
pectation of significant otliers leads to the co,iclusion: 

IVe might reasonably expect to change occupational 
aspirations by changing SO's occupational expecta-- 
tions but not by changing their educational expec- 
tations, and vice versa (6]0), 
Such behavioral interpretations raise the question of possible exaggerate o:; of 
the extent to which jnobility orientations are actually transmitted by parcr.tal 
influence. An alternative ex}Uanatiu}i is t.he pcn-ent-cliild agj-eeiiient is ii-u 
result of nu!i;erous cojiimon factors acting upon fa:.:ily members that leads to 
in(lej)cjulent cigrL^eiiuMit (I'urstenberg , 1971 :.S9G-001'J 

1-inaliy. no dispiiraj'.emunt of social psychological varioljles, interver.i:i^ 

-^'Ini.:* exj^laiiat i on is un.'.icce]»Labie if the stajidardi zed ])artial regressio;i 
coerricicnt I'd^'eeji motliOi'^s stiitus }~)}*o j ection for child and chikPs status pro- 
jecticMi is LL:;.v.ii iileiaii; "inl'lueJice/' It is very easy, on the other i-.and, 
to d i.;wni ■: i ;.;n J T lc:Mit negative regression coefficient between "no fiitlie]'" 
ajul "father's significant olher influence" as a fortuitous event. 
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between t-ocial or.ij;in and status atlainiDent was intended. However, in view of 
tlie contention that personal characteristics arc important determinants of 
variatiuii in ;uobility among persojis sharing similar social positions (Crockett, 
1^66:281), 1 am reminded of two mobility trends. First, the "distance'' of 
intergcnerational mobility tends to be confined to levels adjacent to father's 
level (Miller, l!:)bU). Second, "substantial occupational and economic dis- 
advantages accrue to black men, despite their ])arity with whites in social 
origins and education, and for constant IQ scores" (Duncan, Featherman, 
Duncan, 11)72:105). 
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